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DEVELOPING FOREIGN 
ADVERTISING CAMPAIGNS FOR 
A UNIVERSAL AUDIENCE: 
TARGET FRANCE 
Jennifer Tzeses1 
Introduction 
Advertising is an essential tool for captur-
ing the attention of consumers. Penetrating a 
foreign market is especially difficult without 
adequate knowledge of that country's beliefs, 
customs and traditions. Marketers must also 
continuously alter their advertising programs 
to suit different cultures because cultures are 
rapidly changing. In this paper I show the dif-
ficulty in developing strategies for advertising 
in different cultures. I present specific case 
examples of various companies which have had 
to alter their advertising campaigns to suit dif-
ferent markets and changing needs. I also dis-
cuss some of the many restrictions and laws 
limiting and affecting the process to demon-
strate the difficulty of developing advertising 
campaigns tailored for a universal audience. 
1The author wishes to thank Professor James Rebele for 
his valuable assistance and advice. 
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Cultural and Social Forces Affecting 
Buyer Behavior 
One of the most difficult tasks for advertis-
ers or marketers is assessing the cultural influ-
ences that affect the overall efficiency of their 
operations. Cultural distinctions are one of the 
most noticeable differences among countries. 
When a product is being marketed internation-
ally, the advertising campaign must be altered to 
overcome the language barrier. Non-verbal com-
munication, such as body language, which may 
have different meanings in the United States and 
France, must also be taken into account when 
developing a campaign. 
Sometimes an entire marketing campaign 
may have to be altered to reflect different cul-
tural patterns. For example, in 1994 Paris-based 
Chanel attempted to use universal advertising, 
packaging, and naming for Chanel No. 5 per-
fume; yet research began to show that the com-
pany would have to alter its advertising cam-
paign for the perfume because consumers in 
the United States were not getting the adver-
tising message that Chanel had intended. The 
campaign, featuring a French actress seduc-
tively whispering hate words to an unseen man, 
was test-marketed in Philadelphia, Los Angeles 
and Boston. (Rowlands, p. II) The problem was 
that American audiences associated the hate 
words with notions of violence and therefore 
rejected the commercial. There was a problem 
because the French concept of prestige is not 
the same as that in America. Chanel's original 
ads for the men's fragrance Egoiste also did not 
excite American audiences. The ads featured 
beautiful women flinging open windows of a 
hotel and crying "egoiste" as they raged at 
men's selfishness. (Rowlands, p. 11) The 
Egoiste ads did not go over well in the U.S. The 
brand held only a one percent market share in 
America after its introduction. However, in 
Europe the ad was a success and the brand held 
considerable market share, becoming the fifth 
largest men's fragrance brand in France. 
Cultural differences may at times be the 
result of many different factors, including culi-
nary habits distinctive to a particular country. 
For example, Kellogg's Corn Flakes, sold in 
France since 1935, has only recently penetrat-
ed the breakfast cereal market to a significant 
extent. The slow growth of demand for corn 
flakes was related to two aspects of French culi-
nary habits. First, the French did not eat much 
corn because eighty percent of the corn har-
vested in France was fed to pigs and chickens. 
Second, of those who ate cereal for breakfast, 
forty percent poured on warm milk, which did 
not do much for the crunchiness or the taste of 
the corn flakes. To overcome these cultural dif-
ferences, Kellogg's put instructions on the back 
of the cereal boxes to show people the proper 
way to eat the cereal. The company also intro-
duced "Tony le Tigre" in its media campaign. 
Consumption of the cereal in France increased 
as a result of the campaign changes. (Shimp, 
pp. 296-97) 
Perrier, the French producer of bottled 
mineral spring water, successfully launched its 
product in the United States despite U.S. con-
sumer preferences for soft drinks, beer and tap 
water over spring water. In the United States, 
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annual consumption of bottled water per per-
son was less than one liter, compared to fifty-
five liters in France. Despite these differences 
in habit, in 1976 Perrier began a major push of 
its product by entering the U.S. market using 
snob appeal. Emphasizing its non-caloric 
attributes, Perrier positioned itself as an alter-
native to soft drinks or alcoholic beverages. 
With a premium price, the drink was geared 
toward a higher class and a more affluent group 
of adults. As a result, the company increased its 
annual volume and achieved a one percent 
share of the entire U.S. drink market. 
Anheuser-Busch, the largest U.S. beer 
brewer, is another example of a company using 
an advertising appeal specifically targeted 
toward a foreign market. The company pene-
trated the French market with tailor-made cam-
paigns, promoting the beer as "the beer for the 
men in the West." Back in the United States, 
the beer is advertised as the beer brewed with 
"high-country barley." Anheuser-Busch had to 
take into account that it was competing against 
well-respected local brewers. It therefore took 
advantage of images about the United States that 
would be familiar to French consumers in order 
to successfully penetrate the French market. 
Traditionally, the baguette (French bread) 
has been a reminder of France. Over centuries, 
its long, thin shape has become part of the cul-
ture. Yet, recently a modernized form of the 
prized specialty has invaded the country, rein-
venting an age-old tradition. The '90s post-
modern baguette is called a "retro," short for 
retrodor. A retro resembles a baguette, yet is 
shorter and flattened. It is also fermented 
longer, kneaded more lightly, lower on yeast, 
free of additives, denser and tastier. (Cohen, 
p. E2) The idea behind the retro is to reintro-
duce a traditional bread into modern society 
with the notion that consumers will have a nos-
talgic feeling about a product used in the good 
old days. As Cohen states, "The bread is a part 
of a move for 'retro-innovation,' the practice of 
capitalizing on a real or imagined past in order 
to make sales in an increasingly disorienting 
present." (Cohen, p. E2) The technique of rein-
troducing an old concept works to achieve a 
sense of old-fashioned purity into an otherwise 
chaotic present society. This technique is much 
like the reintroduction of "Coca-Cola Classic" 
to American society in the shape of its original 
bottles. The desire to produce a feeling of tra-
dition and nostalgia was the same. Marketers 
hoped that consumers would look at the new 
bottles as a reminder of the past and reminis-
cent of the carefree and innocent days when 
Coke was first introduced to America. 
Tactics to Make International 
Advertising Campaigns Effective 
With the trend toward a single market in 
Europe, it has become increasingly important 
for companies to develop international adver-
tising campaigns as a way to create a competi-
tive edge between French firms and firms in 
other countries both in and out of Europe. 
According to the recommendations of a 1991 
study, when French firms launch internation-
al advertising campaigns in the food and bev-
erage sector, they should adhere to the follow-
ing guidelines. First, the positioning of the 
product should be more emotional than infor-
mative. The product should also be in the same 
stage of the international product life-cycle in 
each country that France introduces the prod-
uct. An advertising message which emphasizes 
the "goodness" of the product or reinforces the 
new European consumption trends stands 
more of a chance of surviving internationally. 
Humor should be used only with great consid-
eration. Also, advertisements which place the 
viewer in the role of a witness are more likely 
to work. A hard-sell tone should be used if it is 
not at odds with existing practices in the target 
countries. Finally, music should be a major fac-
tor in the commercial because of its ability to 
convey emotions and reinforce atmospheres. 
(Halburton, p. 242) 
Impression Management in 
Diversity Issues 
Communication between companies and 
the countries in which they are advertising is 
one of the fundamental advertising components 
in dealing with foreign ventures. Employees 
exchange meanings by using verbal and non-
verbal cues. Many who undertake foreign 
assignments and projects may find themselves 
unprepared in dealing with the traditions and 
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customs of host nations. In environments in 
which more than one language is spoken and 
cultural symbols vary, communication may be 
even more difficult. During translation process-
es problems may arise, because the interpreta-
tion by the sender and receiver is influenced by 
both individuals' background, experiences and 
languages. As a result, many companies and 
organizations have taken steps to establish 
diversity training programs to allow their 
employees to better understand cultural differ-
ences in a diversified work setting. 
Through a study of impression manage-
ment theory, many organizations have begun 
to understand multiculturalism and the impact 
of individual behavior. As Rosenfeld has stat-
ed, "Surveys have indicated that about 40 per-
cent of U.S. companies currently offer diversi-
ty training, and about one quarter of 
organizations view diversity as a priority." 
(Rosenfeld, p. 601) Companies have been focus-
ing on eliminating stereotypes and under-
standing cultural differences in order for work-
ers to recognize individual characteristics, to 
understand the motives of others, and then ulti-
mately to be able to respond effectively. 
One way to understand the motives of 
individuals is through impression management 
theory. This theory explores the ways by which 
individuals attempt to control the impressions 
others have of them by examining their behav-
ior, motivations, morality, and personal attrib-
utes. The impression management perspective 
assumes that there is a basic human desire to 
be viewed by others in a favorable manner. 
(Rosenfeld, p. 604) 
Cross-cultural problems usually stem from 
the inability of a person to create a culturally 
acceptable impression. Workers sometimes try 
to create favorable impressions by relying on 
those communication styles, symbols and inter-
action from their own culture which they have 
known to be effective. Yet, unless a person takes 
into account the foreign company's culture, 
there is a possibility for miscommunication to 
occur, because what is typically acceptable in 
one culture may not be in another. Thus, cross-
cultural training helps to facilitate better com-
munication with foreign companies. As 
Rosenfeld has noted, "Training reduces the 
uncertainty of interactions, reduces the nega-
tive impact of adjusting to a foreign culture 
and thereby diminishes the number of failed 
assignments, and finally it enables the trainee 
to maintain his or her own culture." 
(Rosenfeld p. 606) Some companies have pro-
vided their employees with information on 
other cultures by showing documentaries, 
providing written materials about the coun-
try, and preparing them in the country's lan-
guage by emphasizing correct pronunciation 
and usage of words. 
France is one country among many 
which must take cultural and diversity mat-
ters into account when advertising products 
in other countries. Some advertising cam-
paigns which go over well in France may not 
have the same appeal, because of cultural dif-
ferences, in countries like the United States. 
Marketing and advertising products in domes-
tic markets is difficult in and of itself, so the 
added task of transcending cultural barriers is 
the true test of an advertiser. 
Sex Appeal in Advertising 
Americans often stereotype France as a 
more sexually explicit and glamorous society 
in which there are few restrictions. A recent 
study by Biswas, Olsen and Cartlet in the 
Journal of Advertising tested the hypothesis 
that French advertisers use sex appeal in adver-
tising more than American advertisers. They 
compared the advertising content in a sample 
of French and American magazines. One news 
magazine (Time and L 'Express), and one 
women's magazine (McCalls and Madame 
Figaro) were selected from each country. Six 
issues were randomly selected from each cate-
gory, and advertisements were chosen for 
analysis. The results revealed that 24 percent 
of the French advertisements used sex appeal 
compared to only 8.6 percent of the American 
ads. (Shimp, p. 296) Why do the French use 
more sex appeal in advertising? Perhaps it is 
because using sex appeal to sell is more accept-
able in their culture. The sexual material in the 
French advertisements acts as an attention lure 
and enhances product recall, especially for per-
fume advertisements in which sex appeal is an 
important tool to selling feature. 
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Laws Which Create Advertising 
Restrictions 
Since 1991 France has passed three laws 
that have made the nation the most restrictive 
advertising market in Europe - if not the world 
-in several respects. (Crumley, p. 28) First, the 
1991 Evin law banned most advertising for alco-
hol and tobacco products, making marketing 
very difficult in France for these products. The 
1993 Sapin law introduced transparency in 
advertising rates, forcing companies to look at 
the published prices for advertising space or time 
rate as compared to the actual price charged to 
the ad agency or client purchasing time or space. 
This resulted in a reduction in advertising expen-
ditures because there were discrepancies in the 
two prices. The 1994 Toubon law, put through 
by Justice Minister Jacques Toubon, required 
that all goods advertised in France be translat-
ed into French names if there were an adequate 
word available (e.g., the walkman became le 
baladeur; the answering machine, le repondeur). 
The law is part of a series of legislative efforts 
dating back to 1539 to protect the French lan-
guage from foreign influences. The law applies 
to French ads using English and poses problems 
for French advertisers because it violates 
European Union laws regarding the free circu-
lation of information and the freedom of expres-
sion. France also has very strict rules when it 
comes to advertising tobacco products. 
Constrained by a total ban on tobacco advertis-
ing, cigarette manufacturers have had very few 
marketing options. The ban, which took effect 
in March 1990, was the final measure in a law 
approved by the European Parliament which 
voted a complete ban on tobacco advertising 
throughout the European Union. 
Some worldwide companies have had to 
find other ways to market their brands. R.J 
Reynolds, the manufacturer of Camel ciga-
rettes, was prohibited from showing humans 
smoking cigarettes in advertisements; yet, the 
company was able to overcome the problem by 
featuring a smiling camel smoking a cigarette. 
Philip Morris Company's Marlboro has a travel 
service and clothing line which bears the 
Marlboro name in order to advertise its ciga-
rettes in other ways. 
The Toubon law mandates that only the 
French language can be used on television and 
radio, in all advertising, schools and work 
places. Minister Toubon and his supporters fear 
that France is becoming an overly Ameri-
canized country and that the French language 
is dying out. These language restrictions cost 
companies extra time and money to change 
their Americanized labels and themes; thus, the 
law has become just another trade barrier. 
(Klebnikov, p. 292) The law has also forced the 
state-owned Renault car company to drop its 
Robert Palmer theme music, "Johnny's Always 
Running Around." Furthermore, the state 
telecommunications agency, France Telecom, 
may be forced to change its English name to 
French by adding acute accents to the 'e's in 
telecom. The Channel Tunnel's Le Shuttle train 
service would also have to have a decidedly 
more French moniker in response to the 
Toubon Law. (Crumley, p.l6) One positive 
aspect about the Toubon law is that it cannot 
require the translation of registered brand 
names. This means that companies like NIKE 
that have registered ad slogans as internation-
al trademarks may find themselves exempt. 
(Crumley, p. 28) 
On the Internet's global computer links, 
about ninety percent of communication is in 
English and only five percent in French. 
Toubon believes that here too the survival of the 
French culture is at stake and that the pre-
dominately English Internet is "a new form of 
colonialism." (Coleman, p. 57) Thus, the 
Toubon law is also affecting the Internet by 
sparking new laws which will require that 
information on the Internet from Web sites in 
France also be in French. However, despite 
these measures to preserve the French lan-
guage, the reality is that many French compa-
nies feel that it is more profitable to conduct 
their business in English because more of their 
customers connected to the Web understand 
English. Moreover, many companies do not 
have the resources to translate sites into other 
languages. Considering that France has fewer 
than four Internet-connected computers per 
1,000 residents, this move to translate sites is 
not the best way to encourage technological 
advancement or to promote business. 
(Coleman, p. 58) 
45 
Another area of advertising subject to legal 
restrictions in France is the use of children in 
advertising. In one commercial produced in the 
United Kingdom, a scene showing a child wear-
ing a Kellogg's t-shirt in a cornflakes commer-
cial had to be edited for French audiences 
because children are not allowed to endorse 
products in France. 
The European Union is discussing mea-
sures toward greater harmonization and regu-
lation of advertising. Greater harmonization 
would result in uniform regulations across 
countries for advertising and also in the encour-
agement of pan-European marketing cam-
paigns. Perhaps this would give companies an 
equal competitive advantage in the market if all 
companies had to abide by the same regulations. 
Diversity Issues Mfecting 
Advertising in the Film Industry 
Advertising in the American film industry 
has been largely affected by issues of diversity 
and globalization in France. American film 
companies introduce American films in France 
because of the country's tradition for cinema 
promotion, especially in the Cannes film festi-
val. When designing worldwide advertising 
campaigns, American studio executives and 
Hollywood-based advertising agencies must 
adapt to France's legal restrictions. For exam-
ple, French legislation prohibits the use of tele-
vision commercials for film advertising in 
France, in contrast to the United States where 
90 percent of the major film companies' adver-
tising budgets are spent on television commer-
cials. Instead, French firms rely on billboards 
and posters in French city streets and on sub-
ways. In order to make a film more explicitly 
portrayed, the poster chosen for the French 
campaign may differ from the American poster. 
The reason is that there are no television com-
mercials to provide background on a film's story 
line. For example, the American poster for Drop 
Zone, a skydiving action film, shows Wesley 
Snipes' face under his name. The French poster 
was changed because Snipes is unknown in 
France. Therefore, by focusing more on the 
action of the film, the French poster left out 
Snipes' name and instead featured an actor div-
ing from a plane. French posters must also 
highlight the mood or key images that a film is 
built upon. For example, the American poster 
for Frankenstein was a greenish, sinister image 
that evoked a morgue. In contrast, French 
advertisers affiliated with Columbia pictures 
chose violent colors and lightening bolts to 
combine the idea of electricity with destruction. 
They also included a reference to the author of 
the novel, Mary Shelley, well-known to French 
audiences. (Danan, p. 136) 
Since the late 1980s, forms of creative 
partnerships have emerged between the major 
American film companies and various other 
companies that want to promote and advertise 
their goods in conjunction with films released 
in France. Such a partnership may include an 
agreement between a film company and a 
restaurant chain, which may offer a movie tick-
et with the purchase of a meal. Therefore, as 
noted above, the French ban on television film 
commercials has forced distributors to take 
advertising to new heights. (Danan, p. 136) 
When advertising an American film 
abroad, companies must address the ways in 
which the French public differs from the 
American public. It is estimated that movie 
advertising campaigns are modified for inter-
national release about 50 percent of the time in 
order to emphasize or downplay certain aspects 
of the film. For example, the international mar-
keting of A League of Their Own, a film based 
upon an important element of American cul-
ture (baseball), does not have the same signifi-
cance abroad because baseball is not as popu-
lar (or even played) in many other countries. 
Therefore, the advertisers for the film tried to 
take the elements of baseball out of the inter-
national campaign. (Danan, p. 137) 
The French public has a certain vision of 
the United States, created by past Hollywood 
films seen over the years by different genera-
tions. The advertising campaign in France for 
Dances With Wolves, for example, played on the 
idea of wild open spaces because the French 
associated America with a western frontier. 
French audiences tend to be critical of U.S. cul-
ture and politics. Therefore, films that evoke 
the American culture but at the same time 
appear critical of it have particular appeal for 
French audiences. Another example is 
Accidental Hero, which satirized American 
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media and the gullibility of Americans while 
claiming to portray universal values. This film 
had greater success in France than in the 
United States because the theme of the film was 
critical of America. For the poster advertising 
Malcolm X, the French distributor suggested 
adding the image of a burning American flag 
within the "X" to suggest a rebellion against the 
American establishment. The campaign also 
educated the French about black leaders in the 
United States, because Malcolm X was not 
known to many French audiences. 
Another interesting consideration is that 
many French marketers and advertisers feel 
that the French people would refuse to see a 
movie whose title they could not pronounce. 
For example, The Flintstones was a failure in 
France, allegedly because the English title failed 
to capitalize on characters in the movie which 
had been popular on French television with 
French names. The film was ultimately re-
released under a French title, La Famille 
Pierrafeu. (Danan, p. 141) 
As one can see, it is no easy task to stan-
dardize the advertising of a film in different 
countries because each country has specific cul-
tural patterns and distinctions. A company 
must instead consider a host of factors when 
launching a film, including cultural biases, 
country preferences, traditions and perceptions. 
In order for a film to be successfully marketed 
in France or any other country for that matter, 
advertisers must take measures to ensure that 
the advertisement emphasizes aspects impor-
tant to the country's culture. 
Conclusion 
In our rapidly changing society, it has 
become necessary to think globally, especially 
when advertising a product in other countries. 
Therefore, in order to achieve a successful 
advertising campaign, it is the responsibility of 
the advertising company to analyze competi-
tion among other products or brands in the 
market, to assess cultural differences, and to 
examine economic trends and communications 
programs in order to effectively reach a global 
target market. Companies must research other 
cultures and train their employees in dealing 
with partners overseas. In an age in which there 
has been a trend toward the creation of a sin-
gle market, advertising and marketing deci-
sions cannot be made on the basis of a single 
product or company alone. Advertisers must 
look at the big picture in the context of inter-
national markets as a whole. 
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